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2 . If you turn out to be a good minister, make sure everyone knows about it. Only 
the press, television and radio can tell them. There is no message without the 
media.”(Gerald Kaufman MP). In what ways do the media ‘mediate’ between the 
Government and the electorate. 

The complicated notion of‘mediation’ or Political Communications. 

The concept of mediation, which this question requires us to explore, is not an easy one 
to define. If understood at a primary level, to ‘mediate’ would be restricted to the fact of 
being a channel between one body initiating the message and another body receiving the 
message. In this context, the media would be simply a channel of communication, 
between the Government and the electorate. Although there are instances where the 
media do acquire so basic a role, the political picture is much larger than that and the 
media do enjoy a much more active role between government and electorate. 

Within the particular context of politics, mediation acquires the more specialised meaning 
of ‘political communication’ as has been noted by McNair(1999) . For indeed, the nature 
of politics automatically understate that the information or message that has to be 
communicated is intrinsically biased or charged with the interests of a particular group 
(the government, the opposition, the public, the pressure group etc...) . The flow of 
information then is not merely passed from one point to the other. There are more 
complex processes which direct, censor, organise and evaluate political information , in 
an attempt to bring out the relevance of certain issues over others. These factors raise 




other notion and concepts like agenda setting as we will explore further in this work. 
Thus the media can be said to communicate , not just information, but particular interests 
(Governmental or public) bilaterally. 

If one yet considers the fact, as many critics have argued, that many media structures 
have political allegiances of their own, then it is obvious that we have to consider a 
myriad of definitions of what ‘mediation’ means in any particular context , prior to 
analysing how the media operates as a connection between government and electorate. 

From the onset then, we will first of all indicate as a preamble to answering the question 
that the media, depending on the type of institutions that they are( press, television , 
campaigning agency) , as well as on their internal organisation and allegiances 
communicate many different aspects of political information in a variety of ways. 

Such considerations by McNair(1999) have urged him to distinguish between these 
varieties of definitions. Starting an approach to definition of political communication 
he introduces a definition of Denton and Woodward(1999) whereby political 
communications consist of: 

“...public discussion about the about the allocation of public resources (revenues) 
official authority (who is given the power to make legal, legislative and executive 
decisions ) and official sanctions ( what the state rewards or punishes)” 


(Denton and Woodward, 1990:14) 




This definition McNair (1999) critiques as being too uni-directionally focussed on the 
“verbal and written political rhetoric” (McNair, 1993:3) , while excluding “symbolic 
communication acts “ (ibid,p3) 

McNair (1999) thus further indicates that in the contemporary context of political 
communication, there is a much wider repertoire of symbolic languages which have 
drastically redefined the notion of mediation into a variety of specialised processes that 
occur as a chain between the Government and the electorate. 

McNair (1999) then states that: 

“ By political communication...I have in kind not only the verbal or written statements, 
but visual means of signification such as dress, make-up, hairstyle and logo design., i.e 
all those elements of political communication that might be said to constitute a political 
‘image or identity. “ 

(McNair,1999:4) 

Blumler and Gurevitch (1995) have for their part hypothesised on power-related factors 
that determine how, and in which the media link Government and electorate. 
Determinant factors within their perspective have to do with questions of autonomy 
from the Government and economic autonomy. They refer to “Party-tied media 
systems” (Blumler and Gurevitch , 1995:23) as likely to produce one-sided political 
content in view of winning the electorate to the cause of the parties. They will similarly 




advance that autonomous media systems tend to be more impartial in communicating 
Governerment and electorate in view of promoting democracy and creating a civil society 
or reasoning public ( Scanned and Cardiff, 1991). (Blunder and Gurevitch , 1995) 
describe the link thus: 


“ The greater the autonomy of the media system, the greater will be uts tendency to 
generate ‘balanced’ political information contents...It will therefore perform primarily 
‘moderator’ and ‘watchdog’ functions, which will tend to activate liberal citizen and 
monitor role orientations among its audience.” 


(Blunder and Gurevitch , 1995:23) 



We may thus see that elements of political are very heterogeneous and analysing the 
significance of the media at ‘mediating’ the various symbolic forms will require 
looking at the practices of different media institutions, in different contexts of political 
communication. 

Along broad lines , the various instances of political communication that we profpose to 
look at in this essay are: political reporting and public service broadcasts (this will be 
put into perspectives of democracy and the public sphere), the role of the media in 
shaping an understanding of political reality and the consequences of agenda setting ( 
McNair, 1999), and (Blunder, 1983), the position of the media within the system of spin- 
doctoring (political public relations ( McNair, 1999)), and more interestingly the 



strategic position of the media within practices of Political Marketing ( Maarek,1993) 
also referred to Media Management. 




Mediation within a public sphere context. 
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The popular starting point within debates about the role of the media in communicating 
between Government and electorate in Democratic countries is that of its crucial role in 
sustaining democracy. 

We have previously seen through a definition of political communication by Denton and 
Woodward (1990) that the media can mediate between the government and the electorate 
by providing a forum for discussion, opinion-formation, and education of the public on 
the activities of the Government. Within this definition, the media can be said to 
constitute a ‘public sphere’ of communication between citizens and the state. The 
sociologist Habermas (1964) has suggested that: 

“ By the ‘public sphere’ we mean first of all a realm of our social life in which something 
approaching public opinion can be formed...citizens behave as a public body when they 
confer in an unrestricted fashion ...about matters of general interest...The expression 
‘public opinion’ refers to the tasks of criticism and control which a public body of 
citizens informally practises...vis-a-vis a ruling class.” 

(Habermas (1964) quoted by Pusey, 1987:89) 

Considered as a public sphere, the media are required to be upholders of democracy; this 
dictates the type of information which they are required to relay. McNair (1999) 





considers the idea that the media, especially the Press were conceptualised as essential to 
democracy in providing a forum to create public awareness about political issues, as well 
as remind this public of their rights and duties of challenging the misdealings of the 
Government. McNair (1999) describes this role as particularly important within liberal 
democratic theory (McNair, 1999:50). Such concepts have defined the role of institutions 
like the BBC as communicators between Governemnt and electorate. He quotes Scanned 
and Cardiff (1991) stating that within that respect, the role of the BBC as an example 
was to create: 

“ ...an informed and reasoning public opinion as an essential part of the political process 
inn a mass democratic society.” 

(Scanell and Cardiff, 1991:8, quoted in McNair, 1999:50) 

Through the history of the Press, the precepts of the above social philosophy was well 
put into practice as have been suggested by McNair(1999), and (Curran, 1991 in 
Dalghren and Sparks, 1991). To a certain extent, the legacies of such philosophies have 
survived as institutions and practices such as political reporting, although politicla 
reporting is now an ensemble of very heterogeneous practices, differeing in the agenda, 
their satndpoint within theGovernement/People dichotomy and the wider structural codes 
regulating such media practices. These themes are all explored in the coming section. 

Political Reporting: distinguishing between public sphere and media entertainment. 

Political Reporting is a good example of how the media relay information between 
government and electorate, according to some of the prerogatives of the public sphere.. 
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There are however two instances of political reporting which generate very different 
forms of communication in that the end result aim to achieve different objectives. 

Curran (1991) distinguishes between two ideologies framing such forms of reporting. 
One of them, he describes as formulated by Traditional Liberal Theory. This is a model 
where: 

“...the media are conceived primarily as vertical channels of communication between 
private citizens and the government: they inform individual choice at election time and 
they influence governments by articulating the collective view of private citizens.” 
(Curran, 1991 in Dalghren and Sparks, 1991:8) 

The media link the Government and the electorate within this definition, primarily as a 
public service (Blunder and Gurevitch, 1995: 

On the other hand a variant model stemming from the radical revisionist philosophy 
articulates the role of the media very differently, Curran (1991) states that: 

"...the radical approach is more often associated with partisan or investigative styles of 
journalism. This springs from the emphasis placed within the radical tradition on the 
adversarial and countervailing role of the media.” 

(Curran, 1991 in Dalghren and Sparks, 1991:31) 

Such differences in reporting traditions are further established along structural differences 
between the media. Jones(1995) draws a particular example on the competition between 




Television and the Press: 


” The capacity of television to shape political events derives form its ability to penetrate 
almost every household in the country. In its role as the leading news provider, television 
television, television has had a profound impact on politivcal reporting . Newspapers 
now devote less space to politicians’ speeches. The quality press does not always 
provide a daily record of political events, leaving much of the step-by -step coverage to 
the broadcast in order to allow extra space for detailed analysis and informed speculation. 
In popular papers, much of the coverage tends to concentrate more on personalities, and 
on purveying diet of gossip and scandal.” 

(Jones, 1995:10) 

From Jones’s argument, we can discern a number of factors which enlighten us on how 
the contemporary media relay information between Government and electorate. 

First of all, some of the functions that the public sphere invests the media with, while still 
a present feature in British political reporting, have divided the roles along specialised 
units of communication. The broadcast media, for example, are described to have the 
responsibility of relaying objective information, for as much as the term is worth, to the 
electorate thus empowering this public with facts form which it can exercise its own 
judgements on how well the policies that they had voted for are being implemented. This 
function incidentally, joins up with the role of the media as understood by the Traditional 
Liberal Theory as defined as Curran (1991). 





Examples of such types of objective informative practices are television news, which 
provide factual updates on the activities if the Government, for example BBC and ITN 
news reporting on political activity: debates at the House of Commons, Current affairs, 
updates on implementation of particular policies etc. 


Agenda setting: 



Blunder and Gurevitch (1995) have stressed on the difficulty in stiudying the media 
institional bodies divorced from accompanying political bodies in stating that: 

’’...the political communicatiuons process may be regarded as if they formed a system, 
such that variation in one of its components would be associated with with variation in 
the behaviour of its other components. ” 


( Blunder and Gurevitch, 1995: 12) 

They identify one of the roles of the mass media, as also being a source of social power, 
arguing that: 

” The structural root of power of the mass media springs form their unique capacity to 
deliver to the politician an audience which, in size and composition is unavailable to him 
by any other means.” 


(Blunder and Gurevitch, 1995:12-3) 

In other words, the media ensure ’audience involvement’ (Blunder and Gurevitc, 
1995:13) at a greater scale than actual physical interaction between Governenet and 
electorate could allow. The media in the form of the Press and most certainly televsion 
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also allow a transgression of barriers such as ’low-level of education and weak political 
interest’ (Ibid., pi3). To resumew them, the media ensure the mass propagation of the 
political message in ways and on a scale that are impossible to achieve through direct 
interaction between politicians and Governement. 


Political Marketing. 


As we have indicated before, contemporary political communication has exploded into a 
variety of specialised branches of communication. These have been seen to be linked 
with the structural specificities of the media institutions which perform that particular 
process of relaying information. 

One very particular political communication tradition arising in Britain which is seen by 
many critics as a legacy of American politics is that of Polical marketting. Many of its 
features are linked to the notion of spin. However, political marketting specifically 
refers to the practice of promoting personalities and image over policies. An analysis of 
Political marketting is therefore essential if we are to gather a complete picture of how 
the media operate as acommunicatores between the electorate and the government. 
Political marketting operates throughout many stages of government activity. It has now 
been acknowledged as crucial in election time (Crewe et al., 1998), it is also observable 
well after Government has achieved power in building the popularity of particular 
figures, especially that of the Prime Minister. Observers of the latter phenomenon have 
been Scammell(1995) and Jones(1995) and (1995), as well as McNair(1999). 

Since, it is regarded as an American institution, a reference to an American analysis of 
Political Marketting Processes, has proved especially useful, in understading how the 
media operate within this context as a medium to be exploited and used by Image¬ 
conscious politicians and Spin-doctors. 

Maarek(1993) has presented a view that the media, during particular political events and 
especially election time , communicate between potential candidates for governmental 
seats and the electorate, through a process of ‘political marketing’. Although, his analysis 
is placed within the context of American politics, one could distinguish similar 
structures of marketing -style communication in Britain . Scammell (1995) for example 
has indicated the emergence of this particular tradition of American politics in Britain 
during the days of Thatcher. She particularly places Thatcher’s original use of the British 
media in the appointment of Satchii and Satchii as a full-time campaigning agency , 
something which Scammell (1995) indicates marked a premiere within the relations of 
Government, Media and Public in Britain. 

But let us come back to Maarek(1993). The particular type of media institutions thathe 
considers are advertising agencies that organise promotional campaigns. He 
distinguishes between a range of specialised steps designed to promote not only policies, 
but also the image of the candidate in question. Reading his description of various 
processes involved in this phenomenon, it becomes obvious that the media can 
communicate between political body and electorate through strategies of ‘selling’ a 
particular ‘packaged’ image of candidates bringing the onus on policies but more 
importantly charisma and popularity . 

Maarek (1993) incidentally distinguishes a number of steps involving planning 







campaigning strategies (Pp 31-64), organising platforms of interaction between 
candidates and voters (Pp90-7), communicating a particular show-biz type of image to 
the voters through the press, pamphlets and posters (Pp99-110). 

The organisation of interactive frameworks by advertising campaign are particularly 
interesting for they tend to defeat a certain notion of media communication as being 
what critics have qualified as a unidirectional relation, feeding information to the public 
from the top-down. Within the sociological academy for example, such an image was for 
a long time supported by the Frankfurt school. But to get back to the argument, the new 
directions in which advertising agencies have led political communication have taken 
‘mediating’ out of the private sphere ( watching television, reading the paper) and 
transported this act of mediating into the context of physical contact and interaction. 
Maarek (1993) lays emphasis on a particular phenomenon in American politics called 
media events for example where politicians, governmental or otherwise are brought to 
physically communicate with the potential electorate. 

Maarek(1993) has indicated four important types of media events which characterise 
the political communication tradition of the USA: the meetings , the banquets, the 
support committees and the symposia. 

He states that these institutions are especially important in reinforcing already existing 
allegiances between parties an their supporters. He will desribe those people who attend 
these events as: 

“.. .people who have already shown affinities with the candidate’s ideas or his 
personality, affinities whichthe politician attempts to transform into direct support, be it 
financial or material.” 


(Maarek, 1993:93) 

Within activities like these, the media, or at least some specialised media institutions 
can be seen to take take the medium from the simple broadsheet, tabloid or television 
screen and place it within a very real context. But it is essential to understand that such 
processes are still to be understood as ways mediating between politicians and the 
electorate. 

Incidetally, the relevance of us speaking of mediation within such contexts are linked to 
the fact that such events are usually also designed in view of being covered by the Press 
an Television. In a sense, Politicla Marketting could constitute one of the most integrated 
practices of mediation between Government ( or aspiring Governmenrt) and electorate. 

One very topical example of the importance and effectiveness of Political marketting as a 
means of communication, has been Ken Livinstone’s run for the mayoral election. 
Analyses have tended to attribute his success on a matter of image ( a cumulation of both 
Blair’s gradually dropping image and Livingstone’s own.) A particular edition of the TV 
programme “Despatches” discussed the issue of whether Livingstone was defeating the 
rule by being popular without being media-trained , while the other view argues that 




indeed Livingstone was very media-trained and good at hiding it). In either way, the 
importance of media-training and image -marketting has been perceived in these elctions 
as being partiuclarly important. In many ways, it has been put forward that Livingstone 
represents a new type of politician who can be his own spin-doctor. 




